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Field Crops Newsletter:

January 19, 2001

In General:
Talk about a change in the weather; we are getting plenty of rain now. Even at this rate, it will take a couple of winters like
this to actually recharge the deep soil moisture supplies that have been depleted by the last three dry years. I don’t like cold and
gloomy weather any more than you folks, but this is the only way the problem can be corrected.
The only thing I had not planned on was having my home heating bill triple in size. I know this is hitting all of you as well.
My solution has been a combination of caulking, lowering the thermostat, and cranking up the old wood stove.
Cotton:

The big question these days is how the 2001 crop will be financed. Three years of drought have taken their toll on the level
of confidence lenders have in agriculture. Even those producers who have been able to irrigate have found that the expense of
pumping water has offset a very large portion of the profits they might have seen.
This is my least-favorite time of year because there always seems to be no clear answer to so many of the questions that must
be answered. Every year there is a raft of procedural changes and interpretations of the rules; it’s enough to drive even the most sane
person nuts. And it should not be this way.
The really strange thing about financing agriculture is that we all know it must continue. Everyone from the White House to
the poor house knows that food crops have to be grown; chickens, cattle, and hogs have to be fed, and the grocery stores have to be
kept stocked for us to carry on in this crazy world. Sure, we can wear our rags a little longer than we usually do, but sooner or later
cotton has to be produced for us to stay warm and decent. Still there is talk of not being able to farm; I must be missing something
because this doesn’t make a lot of sense. As some are probably thinking by now, I must really be very naïve.
Whatever the result or reason, we must try to find a way out of this maze we’re in. The first thing we have to do before we
can get out is to determine where we are now. Below I am listing some of the things I see as clues to our location. The coordinates
are identified as ‘positive’ and ‘negative’.
Positives
*The value of the US dollar is declining, which should stimulate exports.
*Cotton price seems to be in an upward trend.
*The long-term drought seems to be in remission.
*We have proven methods for reducing some costs through no-till, conservation tillage, and other means.
*Land costs may be leveling off or even declining somewhat.
*Interest rates have been reduced, and may likely be reduced more.
*The new administration will hopefully be more “friendly” to agriculture.
*Our new President says tax rates will be reduced.
*Crop insurance is available to “help”, although it is still not perfect.
*Few weevil applications will be made, so beneficial insects should be abundant.
Negatives
*Fuel prices are high, and are likely to go even higher.
*Fertilizer prices may go much higher, and supplies may be very short, especially N.
*Concentration of suppliers through mergers may reduce the producer’s bargaining power.
These short lists are incomplete I know, and I would like to know how you might add to them. I am obviously an optimist
since my list of positives is the longer, however I feel we may be on the eve of the turnaround we have been hoping for. We must be
cautious and face the reality that nothing is ever as good as we want it to be, but the opposite is also true that if things seem bad they
are seldom as bad as they appear.
I had considered including some published budget figures that might help you in preparing your plans for the 2001 crop,
however your systems and situations are so diverse that this letter would weigh too much to mail. These are available online from
Mississippi State University Ag Econ. The web address is: http://www.agecon.msstate.edu/researchandinformation/budgets/

When you get to this site you will be able to select 1999 and 2000 budgets, plus by selecting “Online Papers at Agecon” you
will be able to get recent publications giving a wide range of the most current budget information on cotton production in Mississippi.
The various papers presented cover no-till, conventional tillage, and UNRC on the various soil types, row patterns, and equipment
sizes you will likely need information on for planning. You can print off copies of this information. For those without access to the
web, I will help you or print off what you need if you will provide me with your specifics.
Soybeans and Corn:
Normally I separate these two crops, but as we sit today it is very difficult to see which of these two will be the “secondary
crop” in 2001. The deciding point will likely be the price of nitrogen fertilizer. Should the rumors about nitrogen supply and price
become reality soybeans may be the crop of choice, however there is another very big factor which could affect the result of all this.
High nitrogen prices and availability are important to our area, but they are even more critical for the Corn Belt states where
astronomical amounts of nitrogen are consumed. Should soybeans appear to be a viable alternative to corn in that area, corn planting
intentions could drop, making corn prices increase and this crop become more attractive for us. This same set of factors could also
force soybean prices downward, adding to the pressure to plant corn in our area. It’s like a chess game where we try to anticipate your
opponent’s next move.
As always, variety selection is a primary factor for both corn and soybeans. In both crops we have a dozen or so proven
varieties, but there is seldom enough seed of these varieties to plant the entire crop. You are caught between deciding on the crop
early enough to get the best varieties and the risk of making the wrong choice of crop.
A somewhat “logical” approach might be to continue your rotation program with corn as if nitrogen were not a factor, risking
the possibility that supplies might be short and expensive. In this scenario you might have to cut back on the amount of N you use, but
in many cases we can use less N if other soil factors like pH, P, K , and Sulfur are correct.
Crop Insurance:
The idea of insuring crops has been around for many years, but only within the last few years has it begun to be feasible for
southern crops. Basic catastrophic coverage is now a prerequisite for being considered for disaster payments from USDA, and some
private lenders are now requiring “buy-up” coverage. Unless the new administration drastically changes the direction of USDA
programming, crop insurance will eventually replace government support funding as we have known it in the past. Several major
changes are being considered to strengthen the crop insurance program for southern crops, particularly cotton.
Just as any farm program, crop insurance is a work-in-progress. Each year new rules are added, both to avoid fraud and to
include legitimate needs previously not covered. This year, regulations have changed to prevent certain misinterpretations of the
“intent” of the program, and at the same time crop insurance has been made available for certain local needs formerly outside the
bounds of the program. Premiums have actually been cut as a result of increased government support for the program and there are
incentives such as the “enterprise unit discount” that can save growers a lot of money.
Crop insurance is still complicated, with many “caveats” which affect coverage and premiums. Examples of this are the
“definitions” of solid and skip-row patterns, and irrigated or non-irrigated. A thorough understanding of the crop insurance program
usually requires consultation with an “expert”. Shrewdness is often identified with those who take advantage of “loopholes” in the
program, however it is also necessary for even the most well-intended purposes. A good consultant in this “field” has become as
necessary as a good field consultant. I encourage you to educate yourself on crop insurance by reading some of the currently available
web offerings. Using one of the common search engines like Yahoo, type in “Federal Crop Insurance” and you will get enough
material to read for a week. Of particular note is a page prepared by Drs. Barry Barnett and Keith Coble of the Mississippi State
University Ag Econ Department: http://www.agecon.msstate.edu/risk/
Summary:
There is little doubt that the 2001crop will be one marked by many innovations in all aspects including crop insurance,
financing, marketing, and production. The old axiom that “necessity is the mother of invention” is no myth. American farmers have
always been able to come up with better and more efficient ways of producing crops when they recognize the necessity of doing so.
They often do it in ways not imagined by those of us who are supposed to know all the new tricks. The difference is that the farmer’s
livelihood is in the balance whereas ours is seldom perceived to be, although in a very real sense it is. In truth, the livelihood of the
entire nation is in the hands of our farmers.
Sincerely,

Ernest H. Flint, Ph.D.
Area Agent/Agriculture

